There has been a recent renewed interest in the medical treatment of male subfertility. Although, intracytoplasmic sperm injection can surmount many of the reproductive challenges imposed upon couples struggling with male infertility, it remains an invasive and expensive treatment modality.
Infections and inflammation, smoking, environmental exposure to toxins and heat, anatomic abnormalities such as varicocele and cryptorchidism, may all result in oxidative stress. 1 Oxidative stress leads to the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS). Antioxidants present in seminal plasma and spermatozoa serve to maintain a balance and protect against damage caused by ROS. Excessive amounts of ROS can cause structural damage to the sperm deoxyribonucleic acid, reduce motility and damage the sperm membrane, leading to abnormal semen parameters and possibly, infertility.
2 Thus, the use of antioxidant therapy has garnered attention in the treatment of reversible causes of male infertility. In this issue of the journal, Durairajanayagam et al. 3 present an exhaustive review of animal and human data associating a lycopene-enriched diet with an improvement in markers of oxidative stress in semen and other parameters. The authors indicate the potential for lycopene supplementation in idiopathic male infertility. 3 Lycopene, a lipid soluble carotenoid found in tomato-rich diets, is a powerful scavenger of free radicals preventing lipid peroxidation. 4 Data suggest the beneficial effect of lycopene-rich diets on chronic disease states by upregulating gap-junction communication and modulation of growth factors. 4 A recent publication suggested the protective effect of lycopene against polychlorinated biphenyl induced epididymal toxicity in a rat model. 4 To study differences in the nutrient intake of men with normal semen parameters and those with low sperm numbers, motility or morphology, Mendiola et al. 5 examined specific nutrient intake of men attending infertility clinics in Spain. The authors demonstrated a positive association between lycopene intake and semen quality. 5 The present data linking lycopene to an improvement in semen parameters is primarily observational, with small sample sizes under investigation. The limitations conferred by bias and confounding in current literature makes it difficult to look beyond an association, despite biological plausibility.
